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Chapter 1

	The wind over Marrakesh carried sand like whispers of the past. It howled between the narrow alleys of the old medina, where the smell of spiced lamb and engine oil drifted in uneasy harmony. Daniel Creed adjusted the strap of his satchel, sweat streaking the dirt on his forehead. He’d been walking for hours, chasing a rumor older than any map he’d ever studied.

	Inside a dim café tucked behind a faded blue door, an old man waited — the kind of man who’d seen too much desert and kept his secrets buried in silence. His name was Rashid Al-Mansur. Daniel had heard it whispered by smugglers in Tangier and relic dealers in Cairo. They said Rashid once walked the sands east of the Rub' al Khali and returned alive — something few could claim.

	Rashid looked up as Daniel entered, his dark eyes sharp beneath his keffiyeh.
“You’re late,” Rashid said in Arabic, his tone not accusing but certain.

	“I took the long way,” Daniel replied, sitting opposite him. His Arabic was fluent, but rusty. “Didn’t want to be followed.”

	Rashid smirked, revealing a single gold tooth. “You think anyone cares about you, Creed?”

	Daniel leaned forward. “You said you had something for me. A map.”

	The old man’s hand trembled slightly as he drew a folded piece of parchment from his robe. He laid it on the table, pressing the corners with his fingertips. The candlelight caught the faint traces of ink — not black, but dark red. The kind of red that came from more than berries.

	Rashid spoke quietly. “They called it Qasr al-Dhahab… the Golden Citadel. Hidden beyond the dunes, swallowed by the desert a thousand years ago. A city of gold and glass, ruled by a king who believed he could imprison the sun itself.”

	Daniel exhaled through his nose, half amusement, half disbelief. “Sounds like a fairy tale.”

	Rashid’s gaze didn’t waver. “Fairy tales don’t leave maps behind.”

	The café door creaked open. Both men glanced up. Two figures entered, faces half-hidden by scarves. Rashid tensed, his fingers brushing something under the table. Daniel knew that look — danger, close and quiet.

	Without a word, Rashid slid the parchment toward him.
“Take it. Go.”
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